UNDERSTANDING ONLINE GROUP PURCHASE DECISION MAKING: A MEANS-END CHAIN APPROACH by Xiao, Lin et al.
Association for Information Systems
AIS Electronic Library (AISeL)
PACIS 2014 Proceedings Pacific Asia Conference on Information Systems(PACIS)
2014
UNDERSTANDING ONLINE GROUP
PURCHASE DECISION MAKING: A MEANS-
END CHAIN APPROACH
Lin Xiao
University of New South Wales, lin.xiao@unsw.edu.au
Zixiu Guo
University of New South Wales, z.guo@unsw.edu.au
John D'Ambra
University of New South Wales, j.dambra@unsw.edu.au
Bin Fu
Chungnam National University, fubin@cnu.ac.kr
Follow this and additional works at: http://aisel.aisnet.org/pacis2014
This material is brought to you by the Pacific Asia Conference on Information Systems (PACIS) at AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). It has been
accepted for inclusion in PACIS 2014 Proceedings by an authorized administrator of AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). For more information, please
contact elibrary@aisnet.org.
Recommended Citation
Xiao, Lin; Guo, Zixiu; D'Ambra, John; and Fu, Bin, "UNDERSTANDING ONLINE GROUP PURCHASE DECISION MAKING: A
MEANS-END CHAIN APPROACH" (2014). PACIS 2014 Proceedings. 290.
http://aisel.aisnet.org/pacis2014/290
  
UNDERSTANDING ONLINE GROUP PURCHASE DECISION 
MAKING: A MEANS-END CHAIN APPROACH 
 
 
Lin Xiao, School of Information Systems, Technology and Management, University of New 
South Wales, Sydney NSW 2052, Australia, lin.xiao@unsw.edu.au 
Zixiu Guo, School of Information Systems, Technology and Management, University of New 
South Wales, Sydney NSW 2052, Australia, z.guo@unsw.edu.au 
John D'Ambra, School of Information Systems, Technology and Management, University of 
New South Wales, Sydney NSW 2052, Australia, j.dambra@unsw.edu.au 
Bin Fu, School of Business Administration, Chungnam National University, Daejeon, South 
Korea, fubin@cnu.ac.kr 
 
 
 
Abstract 
Given the enormous growth and significant impacts of group buying on Internet business 
marketplaces, this study aims to understand consumer decision making process in an online group 
buying context from a Means-end Chain (MEC) theory perspective. The laddering interview technique 
was used to interview 58 online group buying users and to capture their reasons behind the online 
shopping behaviour, with grounded theory used to determine categories. The study found 35 factors 
in relation to consumer decision making process, which were classified into attributes, consequences, 
and values. The hierarchical relationships among 35 factors were developed, in which consumer 
decision making paths were identified. This study has the potential to make significant contributions 
to both IS research and e-business regarding consumer online group buying decision making process 
by identifying not only the major consequences/ benefits consumers emphasising, but also the 
concrete attributes which directly correspond with these benefits as well as the goals/values 
consumers aim to achieve.   
Keywords: Online group buying, Means-end chain (MEC), Laddering, Hierarchical value map (HVM) 
  
1 INTRODUCTION 
Online group buying, one of many e-commerce models, is becoming a popular consumption pattern 
widely accepted across the world, especially in China. According to a report published by CNNIC 
(2013), the number of users of online group buying reached 141 million in 2013 in China, an increase 
of 68.9% compared to 2012, and accounting for 22.8% of the netzens while online shoppers accounted 
48.9% of the netzens. The revenue of group buying in China reached 23.9 billion Yuan (equivalent to 
3.9 billion US dollars) in the first half of 2013, which increased 63% compared to first half of 2012.  
With the increasing number of consumers participating in online group buying activities, more and 
more group buying websites emerged in recent years. This resulted in intense market competition, 
leading to low profitability and survival rates for online group buying businesses despite increased 
sales. For instance, reports indicate that 4670 Chinese owned small group buying sites went out of 
business by June, 2013 (China Electronic Commerce centre 2013), accounting for 75% of the total 
number of group buying websites. Thus, it is extremely difficult for group buying websites to survive 
in the e-market place, since they compete not only with each other, but also with traditional brick-and-
mortar stores and other online shops. E-commerce research has long supported the view that to ensure 
the success of online business, it is important for e-vendors to understand their target customers, 
especially factors affecting customer decision making (Delafrooz et al. 2009). Only by understanding 
what factors can influence consumers' purchase decisions, group buying website can then provide 
appropriate strategies to attract and retain consumers.  
In addition, prior research has emphasised consumer behaviour as a cognitive process which involves 
mental and emotional process, in addition to physical actions (Zanoli &  Naspetti 2002). This indicates 
that consumer decision making behaviour is influenced by a chain of related factors (Olson &  
Reynolds 2001; Wagner 2007). This hierarchical view of consumer decision making process has been 
highly recognised in consumer’s online shopping behaviour, with the aid of Means-End Chain (MEC) 
theory. Generally speaking, MEC is focused on obtaining insight into consumer buying behaviour, by 
viewing consumers as goal-oriented decision makers, who choose to perform behaviours that seem 
most likely to lead to desired goals (Grunert &  Grunert 1995; Reynolds &  Olson 2001). Specifically, 
MEC focuses on the cognitive linkages between the relative concrete attributes of products/services 
(the “means”), the more abstract consequences these attributes provide people, and the highly abstract 
personal values or goals (the “ends”) these consequences help reinforce (Reynolds &  Olson 2001). 
Given the increasing number of online group websites and available products that consumers can 
select, we extend the notion of the MEC theory to online group buying behaviour, in which consumers’ 
decision making criteria are based on the benefits (positive consequences) the online group buying 
websites can provide, unique attributes of each website are ultimately a means to achieving important 
values in the domain of goal-oriented online group buying behaviour. The framework of such an inter-
relationship could provide a guide for understanding why consumers select (or reject) a specific online 
group buying website and help direct actions taken to attract more consumers to shop online. 
Accordingly, this study aims to examine the following research questions.     
(1) What are the key factors (benefits) consumers' consider when making purchase from group buying 
websites? 
(2) What are the websites/product attributes that associated with those benefits? and 
(3) Why are those benefits important to consumers? 
The rest of this paper is organised as follows. First, online group buying phenomenon is introduced, 
followed by the discussion about MEC theory adopted in this study. Then the research methodology is 
described, data analysis results and discussion are presented subsequently. Finally, the implications 
from both theoretical and practical perspectives are discussed.   
  
2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Online Group Buying  
Online group buying is an online retailing concept that seeks to offer cheap services or products 
through leveraging the buying power of individual consumer as a group. As a U.S. based online 
coupon seller, Groupon.com is a pioneer in doing online group buying business. Launched on 
November 2008, Groupon currently offers deals in 44 countries, while similar businesses witness a 
rapid growth across the world, particularly in China (Liu et al. 2013). Specifically, group buying 
websites seek to offer low-price local service or products to consumers after a minimal amount of 
shoppers signing up for the offer has been reached during a short period of selling time. Urged by its 
rapid growth and vast potentials, online group buying is regarded to be one of the most innovative 
online business models ((CNNIC) 2013).  
Despite the rapid growth, research about online group buying is somewhat sparse due to its relative 
newness. Earlier studies focus on describing the phenomenon of group buying online (Chen et al. 2007; 
Li et al. 2009), comparing consumer characteristics in online and offline group buying (Tan &  Tan 
2010), and mined customer knowledge for exploring online group buying behaviour (Liao et al. 2011). 
Most studies  are descriptive in nature. Recognising the success of online group buying and the high 
enthusiasm of customers in this novel e-business model, a few studies attempted to explore factors that 
influence consumers to participate in online group buying. For instance, Chen and Wu (2010) found 
that price sensitivity, conformity, and perceived risk can significantly impact consumers’ intention to 
join in online group buying. Erdogmus and Cicek's (2011) study indicated that price opportunity, 
exploration of new activities and places, seeking joy and variety, trial of non-routine activities, 
socialising, and need satisfaction were the primary motives for participating in online group buying. 
Tsai et al. (2011) provided a research model to examine the impact of technology acceptance factors 
and social factors on online group buying. Using surveys from 346 buyers in Taiwan, they found that 
perceived usefulness, a sense of virtual community, and trust in the virtual community were 
determinants of online group buying intention. Liu et al. (2013) identified that website attributes such 
as product availability, visual appeal, and website ease of use were important factors that affected 
personality traits which finally led to impulse purchase in online group buying. Though these studies 
provide preliminary indications for factors that influence consumer decision to adopt this innovative 
buying approach, little research has been conducted to offer a systematic analysis of factors which 
influence consumers’ purchasing decisions from group buying websites. Moreover, the mechanism 
underlying their decision making process also deserves consideration which can provide actionable 
information for group buying websites. 
2.2 Theory of Means-End Chain 
The means-end chain (MEC) theory was developed by Gutman (1982) to understand how product or 
service attributes facilitate consumer’ achievement of values or goals. Specifically, this theory focuses 
on understanding the consumer decision-making process by connecting product attributes, 
consequences (benefits) of using a product, and personal goals or values achieved by use of that 
product (Reynolds et al. 1995). The common MEC framework consists of three elements, namely, 
attributes, consequences/benefits, and values (Olson &  Reynolds 2001). Attributes represent the 
observable or perceived characteristics of a product or service. Consequences reflect the perceived 
benefits associated with specific attributes. Satisfactions of consequences lead to realization of 
personal values. By uncovering the ways attributes, consequences, and values are linked in 
consumption decision-making, MEC can nevertheless shed light into how the decision making process 
comes to being (Olson &  Reynolds 2001).  
The MEC model is based on two fundamental assumptions about consumer behaviour. Firstly, people 
do not buy products for the products’ sake, but for the benefits that their consumption can provide. 
Thus, MEC emphasize the benefits or outcomes of a decision – as experienced by the consumers. It 
  
explicitly assumes that these desirable experienced benefits are the most salient considerations in 
decision making. Secondly, consumers’ goal-directed purchase behaviours are voluntary and 
conscious. These behaviours are guided by the search of positive consequences or the avoidance of the 
negative outcomes (Olson &  Reynolds 2001). Overall, the MEC approach assumes that consumers 
decide which product/service to buy based on the anticipated consequences (experienced outcomes, 
need satisfaction, goal or value achievement) associated with each considered alternatives. Thus, the 
most important factors in decision making are the anticipated consequences/benefits associated with 
various choice alternatives.  
The MEC theory has been successfully adopted in Information Systems to explore various problems. 
For instance, Jung and Kang (2010) applied MEC analysis to investigate user goals in social virtual 
worlds and developed a hierarchical system of interrelated goals. Kuisma et al. (2007) identified the 
reasons for consumer resistance to Internet banking based on MEC analysis. Chiu (2005) used the 
MEC approach to eliciting user requirements for a system design and resulted in a better 
understanding of the user's perceptual orientation toward the web-based document management 
system under design. Guo et al. (2012) adopted the MEC theory to explain the interrelated and 
hierarchically organized motivations for students' technology use behaviour in learning. Pai and Arnott 
(2013) applied MEC theory to understand the fundamental reasons behind social networking sites 
(SNSs) adoption behaviour. As a powerful method to provide meaningful results and valuable insights, 
MEC theory will be adopted in this study to understand consumer decision making process in online 
group buying context. However, those higher level personal relevant consequence/benefits in 
consumer decision making process cannot be obtained by straightforwardly asking the consumer, 
since in most cases he/she is not able to directly reveal his higher level personal reasons for behaviour 
(Zanoli &  Naspetti 2002). The laddering interview technique associated with MEC is a useful tool to 
successfully achieve this purpose which will be discussed in greater depth in methodology section. 
3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Sampling and Data Collection 
The research subjects are people who have online group buying experience in China. To recruit the 
subjects for interviews, announcements were posted on the Public Discussion Forum of a few famous 
group buying websites (www.dianping.com, www.bbs.tuan800.com). In total, 58 consumers were 
interviewed. 52 valid interviews out of 58 were considered for analysis. Gender distribution was 
random but the total sample has resulted in 13 males and 39 females. Majority of people spent 1 to 5 
hours surfing the group buying websites each week. 48.08% of people used online group buying for 1 
to 2 years, 32.69% of them used it for 2 to 3 years. 36.54% of them spent 301 to 500 RMB (50 to 83 
US dollar) on group buying each month. More than half of them (69.23%) purchased more than 10 
times using online group buying in the most recent one year. With 38.46% of respondents aged 
between 25 and 30, and 30.77% of them aged between 19 and 24, we found that the respondents were 
relatively young. In terms of education, 1.92% of the sample had high school level education, 28.85% 
had some college, 61.54% of them had bachelor degree, and 7.64% had postgraduate or above degree. 
Finally, 32.69% of respondents’ monthly income was between 3001 and 5000 RMB (500 to 830 US 
dollar), 30.77% of them had salary between 5001 and 8000 RMB (830 to 1300 US dollar). 
3.2 Data Collection Technique--Laddering Technique 
Laddering was originally introduced by Hinkle (1965) in a clinical psychology. The laddering 
technique attempts to model individual’s belief structure in a simple and systematic way (Veludo-de-
Oliveria et al. 2006). It is a popular interview technique used to identify Means-end Chain. 
Specifically, it is  designed to develop an understanding of how consumers translate product attributes 
into meaningful associations with respect to themselves (Gutman 1982). In other words, its purpose is 
to reveal people’s decision making process for choosing a particular product, or service (Russell et al. 
  
2004). The laddering technique allows researchers to dig below consumer’s surface knowledge about 
the perceived product or service attributes and consequences/benefits to their underlying beliefs and 
values that motivate their behavior (Peter et al. 2005). The interview consists of two steps: eliciting 
relevant attributes and getting the ladders (Reynolds et al. 1988). 
Step 1: Eliciting relevant attributes 
The laddering interview started with eliciting attributes, which can be used as the bases for eliciting 
the respondents’ self-relevant consequences and values (Zanoli &  Naspetti 2002). There are five 
specific methods for eliciting attributes for the purpose of means-end chain analysis: choose from a list 
of attributes; free elicitation; direct elicitation; triadic sorting; and ranking. In this study, ranking was 
utilised after testing different elicitation methods in a pilot study. During the interview process, 
respondents were asked to provide a list of group buying websites they have used, and to rank the 
websites according to their preferences. After the ranking, they were asked "why do you prefer the 
first website to the second website?", and "why do you prefer the second website to the third one?" 
Reasons for ranking of all the websites were obtained using this question. After this stage, a list of 
attributes was obtained from participants. 
Step 2: Getting the ladders 
In this step, the consequences, values, and linkages among attributes, consequence, and values were 
established by using probing questions such as “why is this important to you?” First, the list of 
attributes pre-established in the elicitation stage was presented and the respondent was asked “why is 
that important to you?’ The laddering process continued with repeated probes using this question, 
“why is that important to you?” after each response until the value/goal level was reached or  
respondent was not able to provide an answer rather directly. All the attributes obtained in the first 
stage were used for probing. The development of such a procedure allows the consumer to naturally 
reveal the higher level reasons behind decision making process (Zanoli &  Naspetti 2002). 
4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
4.1 Means-end Chain Analysis Results 
The data collected from interview was analysed using three steps as suggested by Reynolds and 
Gutman (1988).  
1) content analysis (coding) 
The list of factors which influence consumer online group purchase decisions can be obtained 
through content analysis.  
2) construction of an implication matrix,  
3) construction of a Hierarchical Value Map (HVM) 
By looking at HVM, consumer decision making paths can be identified. The HVM not only 
provides information about the key benefits consumer emphasize when making purchase decisions, 
but also the corresponding attributes which are associated with those benefits. In addition, how 
benefits are related to consumers' personal values/goals can be explained through the paths in 
HVM. These paths indicate consumer decision making process which started from attributes and 
end in values/goals. 
4.1.1 Content Analysis 
Content analysis serves to reduce the raw data in order to facilitate interpretation. It consists of two 
steps: data reduction (coding) and categorization. Data reduction involves the consolidation of 
constructs with the same underlying ideas. In this step, sentences in each interview were coded and 
combined under constructs. Then the constructs that were expressions of the same underlying idea 
were combined. Relationships among constructs were also coded. As a result, 112 unique constructs 
were produced. After data reduction, categorization process was conducted to categorize the constructs 
  
into different dimensions. Based on the literature, the constructs were finally categorized into different 
dimensions. The categorization of constructs was discussed by two researchers until agreement was 
reached for all the dimensions. In total, 35 dimensions were obtained. The dimensions were further 
classified into attributes (12), consequences (17), and values/goals (6). Table 1 displays the 35 
dimensions. 
Elements  N* Percentage Elements N Percentage 
Attributes Consequences 
D1: Marketing communication 21 40.38% D13: Socialise 10 19.23% 
D2: Product price 45 86.54% D14: Information access 36 69.23% 
D3: Relative advantage 30 57.69% D15: Ease of navigation 21 40.38% 
D4: Product assortment 45 86.54% D16: Cost saving 38 73.08% 
D5: System quality 27 51.92% D17: Arousal 4   7.69% 
D6: Service quality 35 67.31% D18: Perceived value 31 59.62% 
D7: Company profile 32 61.54% D19: Convenience 40 76.92% 
D8: Information quality 41 78.85% D20: Choice optimization 30 57.69% 
D9: Network externality 33 64.46% D21: Trust 41 78.85% 
D10: Buyer experience 9 17.31% D22: Perceived usefulness 18 34.62% 
D11: Supplier profile 14 26.92% D23:Perceived risk  38 73.08% 
D12: Product quality 11 21.15% D24: Sensory stimulation 19 36.54% 
Values/Goals D25: Decision quality 29 55.77% 
D30: Browse intention 28 53.85% D26: Online impulsivity 18 34.62% 
D31: Self-actualization 27 51.92% D27: Freedom 10 19.23% 
D32: Purchase intention 33 63.46% D28: Satisfaction 42 80.77% 
D33: Improve life quality  13 25% D29: Entertainment 10 19.23% 
D34: Loyalty 33 63.46%    
D35: Social affiliation  7 13.46%    
*N: Number of participants mentioned this dimension 
Table 1: Dimensions identified in content analysis 
4.1.2 Construction of Implication Matrix 
The implication matrix is used to summarise the connections between each attribute, consequence, and 
value. It displays the number of times each element leads to other elements. Two kinds of linkages 
exist between elements. A direct linkage between two elements exists when one element is mentioned 
directly after another element in the same ladder, without any intermediary elements. An indirect 
linkage between two elements exists when the two elements are mentioned in the same ladder, but 
separated by one or more intermediary element. Both direct and indirect linkages were shown in 
implication matrix, with direct linkages appeared on the left of the decimal and indirect linkages on 
the right. In this study, subjects listed a total of 829 direct linkages and 373 indirect linkages. The 
implication matrix is presented in Appendix. 
4.1.3 Development of Hierarchical Value Map 
Once the implication matrix has been completed, the data was converted to construct HVM. HVM 
visually illustrates the relationships between concepts by showing the links between the attributes, 
consequences, and values/goals. To construct a HVM from the implication matrix, one begins by 
considering adjacent relations, that is, if A→B and B→C and C→D, then a chain A-B-C-D is formed 
(Reynolds &  Gutman 1988). A HVM is gradually built up by connecting all the chains by considering 
the linkages in the implication matrix. Usually, the HVM does not display all the elements and 
linkages in the implication matrix. The decision regarding what elements and links should be 
represented in a HVM is usually the result of a trade-off between retaining enough information from 
the interviews and producing a simple, clear and sufficient HVM (Costa et al. 2004). Thus, only the 
relations value above the cut-off level will be considered. Following Reynolds and Gutman’s (1988) 
suggestion, a cut-off of 5 was selected.  
  
Figure 1 depicts the hierarchical map obtained by drawing all linkages that were equal or exceed the 
cutoff level of 5. The relative strength of association between elements is represented by the width of 
the connecting lines. The frequency of the linkages is also marked in the connecting lines, with direct 
linkages appeared on the left of the decimal and indirect linkages on the right. For instance, the 
number of 21.03 on the line connecting corporate profile and trust means that 21 respondents 
mentioned that corporate profile can directly lead to trust and 3 respondents mentioned that it can lead 
to trust indirectly through other elements. Three elements (entertainment, sensory stimulation, and 
arousal) are not presented in the map due to the low number of connections with other elements in the 
map. It is important to note that an HVM does not depict "redundant" links which would occur when 
two elements are linked both directly and indirectly (Reynolds &  Gutman 1988; Wagner 2007). In 
such a case, only the indirect link is depicted for sake of simplicity.  
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Figure 1: HVM of factors affecting consumer decision making in purchasing from group buying 
websites 
  
4.2 Key Benefits and Consumer Decision Making Paths   
As indicated in the HVM, cost saving, choice optimisation, information access, trust, and convenience 
are the five basic benefits consumer emphasise when making purchase decisions from group buying 
websites. These five factors, on one hand, can lead to higher level benefits or values/goals such as 
satisfaction, loyalty and self-actualisation, on the other hand, can be achieved through corresponding 
attributes. To understand how these five benefits can lead to higher level personal relevant benefits 
and goals/values, and what are the corresponding attributes that associated with each of the five 
benefits, paths that go through these five benefits were drawn out and discussed in the following 
sections.   
4.2.1 Cost Saving  
Figure 2: Chains going through benefit of cost saving 
 
Starting from the left side of the HVM, cost saving is the first basic benefit consumers consider when 
making group buying decisions. As shown in Table 1, 38 respondents mentioned cost saving, which 
accounted 73.08% of the total number of respondents. In addition, the product price - cost saving 
linkage is the strongest in the HVM with 37 respondents mentioned this relationship. Thus, cost saving 
is supported to be an important benefit for consumers to consider in the decision making process. In 
online shopping literature, there is a limited literature that has found cost saving as a factor influencing 
consumers' online shopping behaviour, (Khalifa &  Limayem 2003; To et al. 2007). Results in this 
study illustrate that costing saving is emphasized more by consumers in online group buying context, 
which deserve attention for group buying websites to promote their sales. To provide a clear 
understanding of what attributes can lead to cost saving and how cost saving can help consumers 
achieve higher level benefits and personal relevant values/goals, all elements that are connected with 
cost saving directly and indirectly are shown in Figure 2.  
From figure 2, it is evident that product price is the only attribute which contributes to cost saving. 
Thus, in order to attract consumers, group buying websites need to make efforts to set an optimal price 
for deals on the website. From this figure, it is also possible to understand why consumers emphasize 
the benefit of cost saving. As can be seen, cost saving can directly lead to consumer perception of 
perceived value of the products/services, which further lead to satisfaction and finally achieve self-
actualization related values such as accomplishment and fulfilment or result in loyalty behaviour. A 
few respondents also indicated that cost saving can help to improve their life quality. In addition, some 
respondents would have purchase intentions if they perceive the value of products/services triggered 
by low price or cost saving.  
  
4.2.2 Choice Optimization  
Choice optimization is described as the desire to search for the right product to fit one's demands 
(Westbrook &  Black 1985). 30 respondents mentioned this benefit, which accounted 57.69% of the 
overall respondents. Product assortment is the only attribute which can lead to choice optimization. 
With 25 respondents mentioned this linkage. As a relatively strong relationship in the HVM, it 
indicates that the group buying websites need to pay attention to the variety of 
products/brands/suppliers to make consumer choose the right product when purchasing from group 
buying websites. Choice optimization can further result in consumers’ loyalty behaviour and realize 
consumers’ self-actualization value. Westbrook (1985) proposed that choice optimization is an 
important factor affecting consumer purchasing behaviour in shopping context and the self-fulfilment 
or self-actualization, and need for achievement  can be derived from finding exactly the right product. 
However, few studies have tested whether choice optimization can affect consumer buying behaviour 
in online context. Results in this study confirmed their proposition in the online group buying context.  
 
Figure 3: Chains going through benefit of choice optimization 
4.2.3 Information Access 
Information access means consumers’ ability to obtain information from group buying websites such 
as the comments, pictures, price, supplier information, product information etc. Information quality is 
the only attribute which can contribute to information access. It refers to a consumer’s general 
perceptions of the information content on the websites, covering currency, detail, accuracy, reliability, 
relevant, and completeness aspects of information in this study. Results indicated that group buying 
websites should consider the  information quality of their websites providing accessibility to required 
information by their customers. In this study, the information accessibility can help consumers make 
better decisions and finally result in loyal behaviour, impulse buying tendency, purchasing intention, 
or self-actualization value. It is one of the most popular factors that affect consumer purchase 
behaviour in online shopping literature (Joines et al. 2003; To et al. 2007) as the Internet can provide 
the most efficient means for consumers to get information. However, none of prior studies have 
explored what attributes can contribute to information access and what are the higher level hidden 
benefits and goals/values consumers can achieve through information access. This research filled this 
gap.  
 
Figure 4: Chains going through benefit of information access 
  
4.2.4 Trust 
Trust measures whether the owner of the group buying website is reliable, competent, and benevolent 
(Kim et al. 2008). It was mentioned by 41 respondents, accounted 78.85% of the overall number of 
respondents. As shown in Figure 5, trust can lead to purchase intention and loyalty both directly and 
indirectly through perceived risk and satisfaction. However, compared to indirect linkages, the direct 
linkages were stronger. In addition, trust can help achieve self-actualization and freedom perception, 
though with weak relationships.  
A list of attributes can help to achieve trust: service quality, information quality, product quality, 
marketing communication, network externality, buyer experience, and corporate profile. Among these 
attributes, network externality is the most important with 22 respondents mentioned the linkage 
between network externality and trust. Network externality is composed of three parts: the impacts of 
friends, mass consumers, and complementary applications. The results indicated that many consumers 
are impacted by the effects bringing by other consumers, as more consumers participate in online 
group buying, they would be more likely to trust online group buying websites. Though network 
externality has been found to have impacts on perceived usefulness, enjoyment, and continued use 
intention in multiple contexts such as mobile communication, online game, social networking sites in 
prior research (Lin &  Lu 2011; Yang &  Mai 2010), little research has explored the impacts of 
network externality on trust. This study illustrated that network externality can help achieve consumer 
trust in online group buying context. Further research can also be conducted to explore whether 
network externality works in other contexts such as online shopping.  
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Figure 5: Chains going through benefits of trust  
Following network externality, corporate profile was ranked the second in terms of frequency of 
associations with trust, with 21 direct and 3 indirect relations. In addition, corporate profile has been 
found to influence perceived risk, with 5 direct and 7 indirect relations to perceived risk. Corporate 
profile is the description of the firm’s history, resources, structure, performance, and reputation 
(Shareef et al. 2008). The results indicated that consumers consider the background of the company as 
a signal to develop trust towards group buying website, and finally achieve higher level benefits and 
goals.  
Service quality refers to the extent to which websites facilitate efficient and effective buying process 
(Parasuraman et al. 2005). With 21 direct relations and 2 indirect relations with perceived risk, service 
quality plays a more important role in minimizing the perceived risk directly rather than through trust. 
  
As most research in e-commerce context has confirmed the service quality - trust relationship (Chang 
&  Chen 2008; Kassim &  Abdullah 2008; Kim et al. 2004), results in this study indicated that future 
research needs to test how service quality can impact perceived risk both directly and indirectly 
through trust.   
Information quality of group buying website is also an important factor which can contribute to trust, 
though not as important as network externality, company profile, and service quality. It indicated that 
consumers consider the information quality of website as important criteria when they evaluate the 
trustworthiness of the group buying websites. This result is also in line with previous research which 
confirmed that information quality is an importance antecedent of trust in e-commerce (Kim et al. 
2008; Kim et al. 2004).  
Other factors such as product quality, marketing communication, buyer experience can also contribute 
to trust and finally lead to loyalty, purchase intention, and self-actualization. However, the 
relationships are weak as fewer respondents mentioned these linkages, indicating that these factors are 
less important compared to other four factors (network externality, company profile, service quality, 
and information quality,).  
4.2.5 Convenience  
Convenience refers to consumers' time and effort perceptions related to buying or using services 
(Seiders et al. 2000). Marketing communication, network externality, relative advantage, supplier 
profile, and system quality can all lead to consumers’ perceptions of convenience. However, only 
relative advantage has strong relationship with convenience, with 20 respondents mentioned this 
relationship. Relative advantage is the degree to which the online group buying provides an advantage 
over other shopping patterns, for instance, time restriction for transaction, flexibility in choosing seats 
online for movie ticket etc. These relative advantage features give convenience for consumers and 
further lead to perceived usefulness of online group buying, for instance, making consumer easy to 
plan their life and finish shopping effectively. These benefits would result in satisfaction and finally 
lead to loyalty behaviour and self-actualization value. Convenience and perceived usefulness have 
been confirmed as important factors affecting consumer purchase decisions in a large number of 
online shopping studies (Schroder &  Zaharia 2008; To et al. 2007). Results in this study confirmed its 
significant role in consumer decision making process in online group buying context. In addition, this 
study found that the unique feature of online group buying is an important attribute that can be used to 
develop convenience perception, which has not been touched in the literature.  
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Figure 6: Chains going through benefit of convenience 
5 IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
This study has implications for information systems, in particular e-commerce research and practice. 
  
Theoretically, this study has two implications. Firstly, although researchers begin to focus on the 
phenomenon of online group buying, to date, studies on the online group buying have provided a 
limited view of this phenomenon. Most previous studies focused on description of characteristics of 
online group buying. Though a few studies have quantitatively examined factors that influenced 
consumer online group buying decisions, the factors identified in these studies are limited, and are 
adopted from literature in online shopping or traditional brick-and-mortar shopping contexts. This 
study is the first (to the knowledge of the authors) using a qualitative method to comprehensively 
explore factors that influence consumer decision making in online group buying context. As online 
group phenomenon is still a new business model in e-commerce, results in this study can provide 
valuable suggestions for future research exploring consumer behaviour in online group buying context. 
Secondly, by using MEC analysis, the factors have been classified into attributes, benefits, and 
goals/values levels. The linkages among these factors were also developed through a single systematic 
framework. The hierarchical structure model identified in this study indicated that these factors are 
related, and influence one another in a specific causal structure. In addition, unlike other qualitative 
methods, unique advantages of MEC theory make it possible to estimate the relative importance of 
linkages in the hierarchical structure model. The outcomes provided an improved understanding of 
consumer decision making process, specifically, what are relevant benefits consumer seek when 
making decisions, how these benefits are related to personal values/goals, and which attributes and to 
what extent the attributes can deliver those benefits. The hierarchical structure model obtained in this 
study can be tested using surveys in future research.  
Practically, as many online group buying sites emerged in recent years, it is highly competitive for 
them to attract consumers and suppliers. This study can provide implications for online group buying 
websites. Using MEC as the theoretical framework, this study can not only provide in-depth insights 
into the major benefits consumers seek in making purchasing decision on the group buying website, 
but also the attributes which directly correspond with these benefits. These lower levels attributes can 
be employed by group buying websites to fulfil consumers hidden needs (higher level needs). For 
instance, given that cost saving is the most important benefit consumers emphasize, to achieve this, 
group buying websites can make strategies to decrease the product price or have promotions, which 
can help consumer save cost and finally achieve value and goals. As trust plays an important role in 
the consumers' decision making process, to improve consumers' trust, group buying websites can 
provide high level service quality, improve their reputation to make consumers have positive 
perceptions of company profile, and provide more complementary applications or encourage word of 
mouth among friends to have network externality. Though this study utilizes a qualitative method, the 
results have been quantified and relative importance of each relationship identified can help marketers 
effectively allocate their resources to maximize the profits.  
There are several limitations in this research. Firstly, the sample in this study only contains Chinese 
online group buyers. Whereas the applied sampling approach and given sample size are appropriate 
for this kind of qualitative research, the generalisability of the study can be improved by subsequent 
empirical research using a larger sample size in other countries. This may enable both researchers and 
practitioners to obtain a more representative view of online group buying behaviour. Secondly, the 
data analysis is being criticised for being subjective in nature. There are not many concrete rules on 
determining how to clearly distinct among attributes, consequences, and values. Thus, the content 
analysis of the laddering data remains complex and subjective. Thirdly, the evaluation of the ability of 
a HVM to accurately express consumer decision making process remains fairly subjective. Little is 
known about how software type, cut-off point selection, and content analysis procedure affect the 
content validity of a HVM (Grunert &  Grunert 1995). In addition, there is no general accepted 
consistency index value that separates a valid from an inappropriate HVM. Future research is needed 
to explore a more structural data analysis method to differentiate attributes, consequences, and values, 
and a more systematic method is needed to analyse the HVM.  
  
Appendix: Implication Matrix  
 D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 D9 D10 D11 D12 D13 D14 D15 D16 D17 D18 D19 D20 D21 D22 D23 D24 D25 D26 D27 D28 D29 D30 D31 D32 D33 D34 D35 
D1       1  1     3     5 0.01 6.01 0.03 0.01  0.01 0.01    11.01  0.04    
D2         1     0.01  37  18.09   0.02   0.04  0.01  0.25 2.01 3 0.10 2.07 0.07 2.11  
D3              1  1  0.01 20   1.02 7  0.01 1 3 0.13   0.02  0.02   
D4       1       4     3 25 1.03 1.01 1 4 8 4 1 2.04 0.01 1 0.10 1.01 0.01 1.09  
D5               20 0.01 4  1.04  1 0.04 0.01   0.01  1.03 0.01 1.06  1.02 0.02 1.01  
D6     2  1     1  1  0.01  1 4.01  14.01  21.02   0.02 1.05 3.06  1.01 0.02 0.01 0.01 2.06  
D7      2  4 4  2 4  0.01  0.01     21.03 4 5.07  0.01   1.02  0.01  0.09  2.04  
D8    1          27 1 0.01   4.01 2.02 9.01 1.02 2.04 0.01 2.13 1.02  1.05 0.02 6.01 0.03 2.05  2.01  
D9    1  1 1 1  1  2       6 0.01 22  1.05 1.01 0.01 1.01 0.01 0.02  2  3.09  0.06  
D10                     5       1      3.02  
D11        1          1 6 1   2.03        0.02 1.01    
D12                     6.01  2.01  1   1.01   0.01 0.03  2.02  
D13                             2      7 
D14    1         2   1.02   2.01 3 3 1 2 2 23 5  0.07 2  0.03 6.01 2.01  0.01 
D15                0.01   5   3.02    1  0.04 1 6  1.01 0.01 1  
D16                  12      4  1  14.05 0.01  7.02 2.01 7 6.02  
D17                              3  1    
D18                1     1       17   5.01 5  6.01  
D19                  1  2  9 1   1 2 13.02   3.01  3.02 0.02  
D20                     2       3   6   8  
D21                       14   0.01 0.01 2.02  2  13.01  12.03  
D22                            7   2 1 2 1  
D23                     1.01     1.01 5 7.01  1 2 5 1 3.01  
D24                             2  5     
D25                2          1  10.01   2     
D26                2               2  1 2  
D27                          1  2        
D28                     1          7 2  8  
D29                               1     
D30              1      0.01    2 0.01 1.01   2   6    
D31                                  2  
D32                                  2  
D33                                    
D34                                    
D35                                    
Note: the entries in the matrix indicate the number of times each dimension (the rows) directly or indirectly elicited each of the other dimensions (the 
columns 
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